
113

12.
The Learner Who Took Notes

My colleague Dr. Amy Collier interviewed Luis, and the inter-
view with him began like all the rest, with an exchange of pleas-
antries and an attempt to confirm that the technology they 
 were using was working well.  After a  couple of tries and a bit of 
tweaking, Amy began her conversation with Luis, a 25- year- old 
El Salvadorian, on the other end of her webcam.

Like many young  people, Luis had gone to university with-
out being entirely sure what he wanted to do with his life. In 
the back of his mind, he had always toyed with the idea of at-
tending culinary school. Since he was a young boy, he had felt 
a connection to cooking. His parents had often worked late 
when Luis was growing up, so he frequently needed to cook 
for himself. Rather than view his time in the kitchen as a chore, 
however, he had found it empowering and entertaining, an op-
portunity to draw on his creative and artistic talents. But his 
university studies had seemed to take him further and further 
from his dream of culinary school, and the more time he spent 
in lecture halls, the more he began to feel  there  were no  viable 
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 career paths for him  there. At the time of the interview, he was 
exploring his appetite for the culinary arts: he had already 
completed one open online course and was enrolled in three 
 others— a nutrition course, a child nutrition course, and a 
healthy eating course. He had also made the decision to drop 
out of university and follow his passion.

When asked what practices he found useful in completing 
his online studies, Luis said he took notes. Although he may 
not have learned a  great deal about cooking in university, he 
had learned quite a bit about the value of note-taking: “Writing 
 things down helps me focus on what’s impor tant,” he said, “it 
helps me remember.” Holding up a blue notebook, he said that 
he would use it to write notes while completing course quiz-
zes, watching lecture videos, and reading transcripts. Some-
times he would pause the videos to carefully pen notes on what 
he had heard. Other times, he might sit back with his notebook 
on his lap and jot down words or phrases while the video was 
playing. When  there was a lot of text on the screen and no 
transcript was available, he said, he would often take a screen-
shot and save it to a file dedicated to the course. Often, he 
would then print out the image and clip it to a page in his 
notebook.

The video streaming from Luis’s webcam allowed Amy to 
follow along as he illustrated his points by flipping through his 
notes. Multicolored notes, highlighted text, and hastily drawn 
sketches covered the pages from bound edge to tattered edge. 
He read aloud some of the headings in his notes, which in-
cluded “Tips for preserving vitamins,” “Determining proteins 
in micronutrients,” “Dietary sources of fat,” and “Financial cost 
of obesity.” “At least I think that’s what that last one says,” he 
added, laughing and pointing to where his coffee mug had left 
a brown ring across the page.



The Learner Who Took Notes   115

If Luis had chosen to take his notes using his computer, they 
might not have suffered the indignity of being used as a coaster, 
but Luis said he enjoyed the exercise of putting pen to paper. 
He liked to write and draw, and used note-taking as a break 
from staring at the screen. He also found writing on paper 
helpful for studying and sharing: “I believe it’s better for me 
to write it in a notebook  because when I go out, if I have time, 
I can read it. I can share it with my friend or with someone in 
the gym.” And as a non- native En glish speaker, Luis also used 
his notes as an opportunity to practice the language and to 
work on his reading and writing skills; another reason he found 
it invaluable to have his notebook near him at all times.

As the interview wrapped up, he closed his notebook, its 
binding bulging to accommodate the crowded pages. He would 
clearly need a new notebook when starting culinary school 
next fall.

•••
Online learning requires numerous skills and literacies, in-
cluding time management, efective reading strategies, and 
critical thinking skills, and a variety of literacies, some of 
which  were explored in chapter  6. Among  these, nearly 
 every student my colleagues and I interviewed over the last 
four years, and nearly  every student I’ve ever taught, took 
notes in one form or another. In the study upon which this 
chapter is based (Veletsianos, Collier, and Schneider 2015) 
some learners reported that their notes stemmed primarily 
from lectures, while  others described using notes to rec ord 
comments from discussion forums or conversations they had 
with peers in other settings. Many learners mentioned taking 
notes on their readings or to add information to their lecture 
notes.  Others noted that they would sometimes pause a lec-
ture video to take notes  because they wanted to think some 
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more about the topic or to jot down a par tic u lar idea or point 
they wanted to return to in the  future. Some learners even 
 described complex note- taking strategies that they had de-
veloped, such as combining notes across multiple courses, col-
laboratively taking notes with peers using co- writing tech-
nologies such as Google Documents, or arranging their 
notes in certain ways to use them in their exams or  future 
studies.

While Luis’s well- used and ever- present notebook was by no 
means unique, the tools used to take notes and the subsequent 
uses of  those notes tended to vary substantially among learn-
ers. Some of  these learners would take notes on paper,  whether 
in notebooks designated for the course, in more general jour-
nals they carried with them at all times, or on loose sheets of 
paper they would  later or ga nize by course or by topic. Other 
learners reported taking notes digitally. Often  those learners 
used word pro cessing software to type notes or, like Luis, took 
screenshots when a lot of information was presented. Some 
would also clip excerpts from the digital materials themselves 
by copying and pasting text from the video lecture transcripts 
into their notes or would take notes directly on PDFs of the 
presenters’ slides. Other learners took both paper and digital 
notes, combining formats in a variety of ways to meet their in-
dividual needs. One student, for instance, told me, “I have a 
ring- bound notebook, and I make quite neat notes if I can. 
[They are] prob ably totally illegible, but to me they look neat. 
And I also have a ring file folder. And then I have some [notes] 
on my hard disk, [where] I keep some folders [with notes] as 
well.”

While an early study noted that writing  things down by 
hand (as opposed to typing) seems to improve retention 
(Mueller and Oppenheimer 2014), a replication study failed to 
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generate the same findings (Morehead, Dunlosky, and Raw-
son 2019). The choice of  whether to take digital or paper notes 
in our study largely seemed to be a personal preference that 
was influenced by how the learners planned to use their notes 
in the  future. Luis, for example, preferred taking notes on pa-
per  because  doing so gave him a break from staring at the 
screen and  because he could carry them with him to reference 
and share anytime and anywhere.  Others used their digital 
course notes as the foundation for writing assignments. They 
described rereading their notes, adding key points, and syn-
thesizing concepts presented in the course with their own 
ideas. Having notes in digital form seemed to make it easier 
for some students to produce a final piece of digitized writing.

A perhaps less expected response was that learners men-
tioned sharing their notes with  others as frequently as using 
notes to support studying, taking quizzes, or  doing writing as-
signments. Note- taking, therefore, may have a role to play in 
building learning communities, through such practices as 
sharing of notes or collaborative note- taking. Several learners 
also planned to use their notes for personal and professional 
purposes  after their courses  were over. One student for in-
stance, shared that “what I wrote down is more for how I can 
apply what’s in the course to the work that I’m  doing in my job 
right now.” Another student reported that “ these two or three 
classes are pretty relevant to the information that I need for 
the Childcare Center, [so] I plan on  going back and reusing 
them.”

Note- taking,  whether in online or face- to- face courses, is 
widely considered an essential and sophisticated study skill, 
as it allows learners to create a document for  later reference 
and to deepen their understanding through a personal artic-
ulation of topics (Kobayashi 2005). To encourage note- taking, 
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digital learning platforms could be designed to integrate note- 
taking tools that would support the note- taking pro cess in 
multiple ways. The platform could scafold that pro cess, for 
example, or instructors could provide templates that would 
direct learners’ attention to types of information that they 
would benefit from writing down or to model par tic u lar note- 
taking strategies that have proven beneficial in other contexts, 
such as creating concept maps or reframing concepts and 
 information in their own words.

Another potential advantage of integrating note- taking in 
digital platforms is that it could allow learners to write notes 
individually or collaboratively. Collaborative note- taking has 
been found to be a power ful strategy for leveraging the col-
lective knowledge and interest of a group of learners (Kam 
et al. 2005; Steimle, Brdiczka, and Muhlhauser 2008; Miyake 
and Masukawa 2000). A note- taking system integrated into a 
platform could also incorporate capabilities beyond the tradi-
tional linear organ ization of paper notes or text files (Schnei-
der 2014), such as connecting notes to par tic u lar moments in 
a video or assessments in the form of annotations or notes on 
the resources themselves. Notes could be tagged (automati-
cally or by the student) by the concepts the notes are cover-
ing, which would make retrieval easier for studying and  later 
reference.

Based on my research, it seems that many learners often see 
their notes as deeply personal creations that are meaningful 
to them. Luis considered his notebook not only a practical tool 
but a source of pride. He had created something useful and 
enduring, something that demonstrated how much he had 
learned, tailored to his own preferences and needs, and some-
thing that he was  eager to share with  others. So, although in-
corporating note- taking afordances into digital platforms 
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would support valuable pedagogical practices, learners should 
also be given owner ship over their notes, both in the pro cess 
of their creation and in continued access to the artifacts they 
create. Tools to support digital note- taking, therefore, should 
embrace an ethos of student owner ship and enable learners to 
make use of their notes across platforms and devices. Students 
should be able to export the notes they create in a variety of 
dif er ent formats for easy sharing, retrieval, and reuse. Such 
a system would support, re spect, and empower learners to 
take and or ga nize their notes to fit their needs, including mak-
ing connections in that information across multiple courses 
and platforms.

To be certain, this argument is aimed at more than just 
notes and note- taking: subscription- based business models, 
including textbook rentals and digital homework systems, of-
ten rely on “access” rather than owner ship. And students 
rarely, if ever, own or have control over the data they leave 
 behind as they participate in digital learning platforms. That 
data in par tic u lar become resources for educational technol-
ogy companies and are often sold back to universities and stu-
dents in the form of algorithms and software. Any approach 
to online education that is learner- centered needs to engage 
with  these ideas and, at the very least, investigate what data 
are collected about students from the platforms they are asked 
to use, how that data is being used,  whether students can opt- 
out, and for how long that data are maintained before being 
deleted.

•••
• Students take notes on paper or digitally for a variety of 

reasons and in a variety of ways, sometimes sharing  those 
notes with  others or organ izing them in unique ways that 
support their studies.
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• Instructors and digital learning platforms can support 
learners’ efforts by scaffolding note- taking.

• Student agency and owner ship over their notes— and 
textbooks, data, and other class materials—is an impor-
tant issue that necessitates greater attention.
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